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SECTION 1: PLAN SUMMARY 

The City of Fitchburg is rich in history and notable for its post-industrial character and defining 

landscapes. Populated by a diverse and growing community, it has become a priority for Fitchburg to 

preserve its natural resources and equitably expand open tq_ac _aactt dps _mmâ 5gc $huz pd 'huag`vseĄt 

2022-2029 Open Space and Recreation Plan outlines updated open space, conservation, and recreation 

goals and objectives, and lays out a seven-year action plan for achieving these goals.  

As with earlier plans, this document emphasizes the preservation of the natural and rural assets of the 

northern, western, and south-central areas of the city, and the provision of recreational opportunities 

xhugho ugc ahuzĄt pmbcs vs`_o ocheg`psgppbtâ ._oz escco tq_act _sc oc_r densely developed areas and 

close to the Nashua River, providing aesthetic value and recreational resources for the city. The more 

rural sections of the city exhibit working farms and scenic roads within a five-minute drive of densely 

populated neighborhoods. While there are large areas of protected open space in Fitchburg, including 

x_ucstgcb m_obt ho ugc svs_m opsugcso tcauhpo _ob q_sltß acncucshctß _ob d_sntß tpnc pd 'huag`vseĄt 

important green areas have no formal protection. This Plan Update represenut 'huag`vseĄt bcthsc up 

provide, protect, maintain, and enhance its open spaces and recreational facilities and programming.  

In early Spring 2022, the City formally launched the process to update its Open Space and Recreation 

Plan (OSRP) by forming an Open Space Plan Update Advisory Committee to engage a broad spectrum 

of the Fitchburg community in developing the 2022ÿ2029 OSRP. The Advisory Committee has provided 

comments, advice, recommendations, and support throughout the process, meeting multiple times 

from March 2022 to October 2022. The general intentions of this Plan Update focus on maintaining and 

upgrading City-owned open space properties, increasing park use by a variety of populations, making 

parks more accessible to all residents, and ensuring that resources are resilient and sustainable for 

dvuvsc ecocs_uhpotâ 0wcs_mmß ught qm_o sc_ddhsnt 'huag`vseĄt bcthsc up nccu ugc dpmmpxhoe ep_mtá 

1. Develop and maintain a safe and sought-after park system in Fitchburg that provides a variety 
of active and passive recreational and cultural opportunities for all Fitchburg residents. 

2. Provide enhanced and expanded walking and biking paths for recreation and commuting. 

3. Provide equitable access to high-quality and inclusive recreational opportunities. 

4. 1spucau _ob qspnpuc 'huag`vseĄt x_ucstgcbâ 

5. Preserve, restore, enhance, and promote open space and natural resources that increase 
'huag`vseĄt scthmhcoac up ugc cddcaut pd climate change. 

6. Promote green space in the urban core. 

Specific objectives for accomplishing these six goals have been outlined in Section 9 of this document. 

0wcs ugc ocyu tcwco zc_stß ught 0431 xhmm evhbc ugc $huzĄt cddpsut _ob qspwhbc bhscauhpo _t bcahtions are 

made and new projects are undertaken that will affect the overall quality of life for Fitchburg residents. 

5ght qm_o scdmcaut ugc $huzĄt apnnhuncou up hnqspwhoe _ob qspucauhoe hut pqco tq_act _ob o_uvs_m 

resources, providing equitable access and recreational opportunities for all, increasing resilience, and 

promoting urban green space and a biodiverse ecosystem. 
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SECTION 2: INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Purpose  

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the important role that public open space plays in the community. 

Throughout the pandemic, public spaces offered respite as a safe gathering place and promoted active, 

healthy lifestyles. When stores shuttered, people turned to the outdoors ÿ parks, playgrounds, and trails 

ÿ and this increased use continues. These experiences strongly influenced the development of the goals 

and objectives outlined in this OSRP, whose purpose is to serve as a guide for current and future 

conservation, management, and development of public open space and assets.  

Prior versions of thc $huzĄt pqco tq_ac qm_ot dpavtcb po uxp `sp_b ugcnct ÿ the need for preservation 

pd 'huag`vseĄt o_uvs_m _ob svs_m _ttcutß _ob ugc qspwhthpo pd scasc_uhpo_m pqqpsuvohuhct ho ugc $huzĄt vs`_o 

neighborhoods. The goals of this updated OSRP plan focus on maintaining and upgrading city-owned 

properties, expanding park use by diverse populations, improving accessibility for all, and ensuring that 

resources are resilient and sustainable. A focal point of this OSRP is the emphasis on land conservation 

and mitigating the impacts of climate change, especially within the Nashua River Watershed. This OSRP 

provides an action plan for achievable goals for the Fitchburg community over time, along with historical 

guidance and relevant demographic context. 

Planning Process and Public Participation  

" qv`mha q_suhahq_uhpo qspactt x_t apobvaucb up cotvsc ugc apnnvohuzĄt w_mvct sce_sbhoe q_sltß 

recreation, open space, and related topics are accurately reflected in this Plan. As mentioned, the City 

formed an OSRP Update Advisory Committee that met on multiple occasions ÿ both virtually and in 

person ÿ to offer feedback on various parts of the plan and act as a sounding board. 

Additionally, an online survey was conducted from MayÿJune 2022 to collect information about 

apnnvohuz qshpshuhct _ob scachwc dccb`_al _`pvu 'huag`vseĄt q_slt _ob pqco tq_actß ho apojvoauhpo xhug 

a Community Input Mapper where people could provide specific geographic feedback. The survey was 

conducted in Spanish and English and was distributed by the City through a variety of means including 

ugc $huzĄt xc`thucß tpah_m ncbh_ß cn_hm `m_tutß pvusc_ag up ugc qv`mha tagppmt _ob apnnvohuz 

organizations, distributing post cards at area agencies, businesses, and city buildings, and through 

outreach by OSRP Update Advisory Committee members. Residents were asked to rank the importance 

of preserving, protecting, and enhancing various types of open space and natural resources. The City 

received a total of 105 responses.  

To advertise the survey, webpage, and public forums, postcards in Spanish and English were distributed 

throughout the city to major businesses as well as City Hall and the Fitchburg Public Library. Information 

was also posted po ugc $huz pd 'huag`vseĄt website and Facebook page with several subsequent posts 

including extension dates to ensure advanced notice was provided for all events. Residents that were 

registered with InTown, a downtown group, received direct notice via email. Notices were also e-mailed 

to external organizations and all city employees who were encouraged to share events and engagement 

materials amongst their networks. The city also utilized the City Hall Electronic Bulletin Board and local 

broadcasting network FATV to advertise the public forum and survey.  
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In April 2022, the City held a focus group with representation from various open space and recreation 

stakeholders in the community, including members from the Nashua River Watershed Association, 

North County Land Trust, Making Opportunity Count, Fitchburg Greenway Committee, and the Fitchburg 

Conservation Commission. The event collected input about updated goals and objectives based upon 

the prior OSRP.  

Our first public forum was held on June 9, 2022. After a brief presentation outlining the purpose and 

process of an Open Space Plan, individuals voted at various tables and had the opportunity to speak 

with City staff and planners.  

Finally, a community forum outlining the seven-year action plan was held on August 24, 2022. The 

information presented at this meeting was posted on the City website and a public comment period 

followed this event. To conclude public engagement efforts, a draft of the Open Space Plan was posted 

to the Fitchburg Planning Division web page where public input was collected. Community members 

had the opportunity to comment on specific items within the draft which were incorporated into the 

final document. 

Enhanced Outreach and Public Participation  

Fitchburg is an environmental justice (EJ) community composed of various Census block groups with EJ 

populations (minority, income, and minority and income). This OSRP thoroughly considers the presence 

of EJ populations and the relationship to recreational and open space opportunities as well as 

vulnerability to flood zones. During the public outreach process for this OSRP update, the City reached 

out to diverse community-based organizations requesting participation. In addition, the online survey 

and all promotional materials were provided both in English and Spanish. Spanish is the second most 

common language spoken in Fitchburg. Approximately 29% of Fitchburg residents speak a language 

other than English at home, with 22% of residents speaking Spanish. The City also maintains a contract 

with Language Line Solutions to have translation and interpretation services available for 240 

languages. The City is committed to providing equitable access to high-quality and inclusive recreational 

opportunities, improving access for underserved populations, and supporting the acquisition of land for 

new open spaces in areas that lack existing or usable open spaces. Fitchburg also wishes to partner with 

community-based organizations on programming that connects residents of environmental justice 

neighborhoods to parks. 
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SECTION 3: COMMUNITY SETTING 

Regional Setting 

Located in north central Massachusetts, Fitchburg is a mid-sized city situated approximately 25 miles north of 

Worcester and 46 miles northwest of Boston. As part of Worcester County, Fitchburg is bordered by Ashby to 

the north, Lunenburg to the east, Leominster to the south, Westminster to the west, and a small portion of 

Ashburnham to the northwest (see Map 1: Regional Context). According to the 2020 Decennial Census, 

Fitchburg is the third largest city in Worcester County with a population of 41,946, behind Worcester (206,518) 

and just behind Leominster (43,782). Fitchburg is a member of the Montachusett Regional Planning 

Commission (MRPC), which encompasses 21 other constituent communities across the Montachusett region. 

Route 2 runs along most of the ahuzĄt southern border with Leominster. By car, Fitchburg is approximately 30 

minutes to Worcester and 60 minutes to Boston. The Fitchburg commuter rail line enables residents to commute 

from Fitchburg to Boston and its environs. At the time of the last Fitchburg OSRP, the MBTA commuter rail from 

North Station in Boston terminated at the Intermodal Transportation Center on Main Street in Fitchburg. Since 

that time, a new station was added in West Fitchburg, four miles west of the Intermodal Center. This new end of 

the Fitchburg Line is known as Wachusett Station. 

Fitchburg is comprised of 27.8 square miles of land and 0.3 square miles of water. It is one of eighteen (18) 

communities in the Nashua River Watershed, and the North Nashua River is the physical and historic heart of 

the city. The river runs from northeast to the chuzĄt acoucs, where it then bends and courses southeast through 

Downtown, and beyond, forming the boundary between South Fitchburg and East Fitchburg, to the airport where 

it crosses the Leominster town line. Nine dams and flood control retaining walls dominate the river as it passes 

through Fitchburg. It receives discharges from both the East Fitchburg and Leominster Wastewater Treatment 

Plants and stormwater runoff from the cities of Leominster and Fitchburg. The North Nashua River flows through 

Leominster State Forest and agricultural fields before joining with the South Nashua River in Lancaster.1 

History of the Community  

Fitchburg's past is like many other New England cities whose once-prosperous mills and factories served as a 

lifeline to a dynamic urban center. For Fitchburg, the anchor to its glorious past was the Nashua River. It was the 

river that initially attracted industrious Puritans to build the mills and factories that would draw power from its 

current. With the addition of rail lines on the Boston Albany Line, the city quickly became an industrial and 

manufacturing center. Cotton mills, textiles, paper, and heavy manufacturing created the wealth that would 

enrich the downtown with the many impressive buildings, houses, and institutions that still exist today. At the 

same time, many different immigrant groups were drawn to Fitchburg to work in the mills and factories, and for 

the railroad, and settled in the neighborhoods around the downtown. Like other New England cities, Fitchburg 

saw its strong industrial economy dwindle with the turn of the twentieth century. Numerous economic and social 

forces have significantly impacted the city over the last several decades. While efforts continue to revitalize the 

once-vibrant downtown and surrounding neighborhoods, the City has been unable to recover fully from the 

effects of the changing economy and suburban sprawl.

 

1 Nashua River Watershed Association. (n.d.). Our Watershed. Retrieved June 8, 2022, from https://www.nashuariverwatershed.org/our-watershed/our-
rivers-and-streams.html   

https://www.nashuariverwatershed.org/our-watershed/our-rivers-and-streams.html
https://www.nashuariverwatershed.org/our-watershed/our-rivers-and-streams.html
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" `shcd agspopmpez pd 'huag`vseĄt ghtupsz ht qsctcoucb `cmpxâ2 

1663 þ 1764 

The area Fitchburg encompasses was a wilderness until 1718. Records indicate that an absentee proprietor 

purchased this wild country in 1663, and in ensuing years this property changed hands many times. Conflict 

with the various Native American tribes discouraged settlements in this area any closer than Lancaster, but the 

Nashaway Indians fled almost completely after the unsuccessful war of King Phillip in 1675. In 1764, Fitchburg 

was incorporated as a township. 

Revolutionary War 

Fitchburg's tranquil development was shattered by the advent of the Revolution. With a total population of about 

800, at least 169 Fitchburg men joined the Continental Army and fought in the battles for independence from 

England. Many of the soldiers faced worse economic tyranny and poverty upon their return home. Many 

residents moved on; many more moved into Fitchburg.  

Town Center Location Debate 

Shortly after the Revolution, Fitchburg citizens were embroiled in a debate over where to locate the town center 

- either on the fertile Dean Hill or along the Nashua River. The river location was finally chosen when Captain 

William Brown donated his land for the town meeting house. This turned out to be a wise decision since the 

river was to play a major role in the development of Fitchburg in the 1800s. 

Value of the River  

As early as 1750 the value of the river had been recognized, and by 1804, mills and associated mill ponds were 

being developed. The river was vital to this industrial economy and eventually approximately 18 dams were built 

along the river. Generally, the mills were diversified in activity and owned by residents: Brown's Clothier Works, 

Farwell's Scythe Shop, Kimball's Fulling and Carding Mills, and Burbank's Paper Mill. Factory Square was the 

center for the bustling industrial community. Many of these mill buildings and workers' housing still stand as 

witness to Fitchburg's industrial heritage. 

Railroad Construction and 19th Century Industrial Growth 

Fitchburg's potential as a water-qpxcscb hobvtush_m ahuz x_t g_nqcscb `z ugc ahuzĄt spalz _ob ghmmz ucss_hoß xghag 

made the transportation of goods difficult. By 1845, however, the railroad reached Fitchburg from Boston. This 

ushered in three-quarters of a century of industrial expansion, rapid growth, prosperity, and fame for Fitchburg. 

Fitchburg was somewhat unique in that several local people discerned the city's potential, and with their own 

resources and creative inventions spurred the rapid development of a great and diversified manufacturing city. 

Large quantities of paper, textiles, machines, saws, chains, guns, axle grease, bicycles, and shoes were produced. 

Alvah Crocker helped the local industries when he initiated and advocated the extension of the railroad to the 

West by drilling the Hoosac Tunnel. By 1875, Fitchburg was linked to the vast western markets by direct rail 

connection, and industry was thriving. 

 

2 Adapted from Fitchburg Downtown Urban Revitalization & Development Plan Amendment #9 (2022), Fitchburg Preservation Plan (1978), and City of 
Fitchburg website http://www.ci.fitchburg.ma.us/443/Brief-History-of-Fitchburg (Accessed 06/10/2022) 
 

http://www.ci.fitchburg.ma.us/443/Brief-History-of-Fitchburg
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19th Century Neighborhood Growth 

Along with the growth of industry came 

the growth of neighborhoods. Most 

buildings were constructed during this 

Victorian era. This was directly related to 

the rapid population growth from 3,883 

people in 1845 to 31,531 people in 1900.  

See Figure 1 for a map of Fitchburg in 

18823.  

Different industries and decades of time 

attracted various ethnic groups. People 

settled either near industries or in certain 

neighborhoods. Older New England 

families had established themselves near 

the downtown. The Irish and later the 

Italians lived near Water Street. The 

Finnish lived near Mechanic Street and the Greek neighborhood was on W. Main Street. The English, many of 

whom worked in the Crocker-Burbank Paper Mills, lived in West Fitchburg while the French-Canadians settled 

in Cleghorn. Churches and small commercial businesses became the focal point of the neighborhoods. 

Social Reform Movements 

During this time of materialistic prosperity, Fitchburg was not without its social reform movements. The issues 

of child labor, prison reform, women's suffrage, temperance, and slavery, as well as ethnic prejudice within 

Fitchburg were important topics of conversation and action. The Underground Railroad was supported by many 

prominent people in the city. Fitchburg lost 142 soldiers in the Civil War. Fitchburg industries were pouring out 

products like shoes, uniforms, blankets, and guns for the war effort. Civil War soldiers returned, expanding 

productivity, especially in the direction of mechanized industry.  

City Establishment 

Fitchburg became a city in 1872. The major commercial area in the downtown flourished, and the primary 

institutions such as the courthouse, hospital, library, opera house and municipal buildings were nearby. The 

pattern of the built environment was simple and clear. Factories were next to the river. Residential 

neighborhoods grew on the slopes of the hills near the river. Commercial areas developed between the 

residential and industrial areas, especially where the floor of the river valley was wide. Transportation affected 

development ÿ everything was situated compactly for one walking to shop or to work. Major roads and rail lines 

followed the river. Later, streetcars followed the river with loops extending into the more built-up 

neighborhoods. 

Close of Golden Years and Changes Caused by Automobiles 

Industrial expansion and growth continued until shortly after the turn of the century. By 1900, the major growth 

in the country was occurring further west. Fitchburg's growth leveled off and the "Golden Years" of the city ended. 

 

3 Burleigh, L. R. & C.H. Vogt. (1882) Fitchburg, Mass. Troy, N.Y. [Map] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/75694573/. 

FIGURE 1. MAP OF FITCHBURG, MA 1882 
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In the 1900s, the upper middle class began to move out to more "suburban" homes. This was in part made 

possible by the advent of the car. Neighborhoods began to lose their economic diversity and stability. 

Neighborhoods comprised by a poorer population began to decline. Later in the 1900s, the local industries 

began to change ownership. Local owners sold out to national corporations. The industrial leadership, which for 

so long had controlled much of the city, was passed on to a leadership with limited interest in the city other than 

those things directly connected with their industries. 

20th and 21st Century Changes 

Industrial decline left many decaying buildings and a polluted river. The North Nashua River in the mid-1960s 

was badly polluted with industrial waste which took decades of action to resolve. Additionally, since the 1970s, 

suburban style development in outlying areas of the city has greatly increased. In more recent decades, high-

bcothuz apobpnhohvn qspjcaut g_wc _qqc_scbâ 8ghmc scno_out pd ugc ahuzĄt _eshavmuvs_m q_tu a_o `c tcco ho ugc 

farms on the periphery of the city, the fieldstone walls crisscrossing through second-growth forest, and the 

occasional granite foundation, most development is occurring on this former agricultural land, either on parcels 

which were converted directly from agricultural use, or in second growth forest which was at one time used for 

farming. The downtown has also changed. What had been an attractive and vibrant place, with its mix of uses - 

shops, theaters, hotels, factories, churches, schools, and banks - slowly declined. Car ownership encouraged the 

growth of new strip commercial streets and shopping centers. The downtown, however, remains a commercial 

area with a truly urban character: a mix of uses and users, and attractive buildings. The creation of dense urban 

areas in the 19th and early 20th centuries, and the abandonment of those areas by the economic engines which 

produced them, has left a number of urban neighborhoods which look to public facilities to fulfill the recreational 

needs of their residents. 

Population Characteristics  

5p qspqcsmz qm_o dps 'huag`vseĄt pqco tq_ae and recreational needs, the size, density, and composition of the 

population was apothbcscbâ 5gc ahuzĄt qpqvm_uhpo qc_lcb _u ĭĬßĬĭĬ ho ĪĲİĩß ugco bcamhocb up ĬĲßĪĩī í_ mptt pd 

Ĳâıũî `z īĩĩĩâ *o īĩīĩß 'huag`vseĄt qpqvm_uhpo hoasc_tcb poac _e_ho up ĭĪßĲĭį4 with a density of 1,492.7 

persons per square mile. This number is not illustrative of Fitchburg, as the core of Fitchburg is densely settled, 

and rural sections are more sparsely settled. 

Table 3.1: Changes in Fitchburg Household Characteristics, 2000-2020 
 

Household Characteristics 2000 2010 2020  
% Change from 

2000 - 2020 

Population 39,102 40,318 41,946 7.3% 

Households 14,943 14,615 15,555 4.1% 

Households with individual(s) < 18 years 34.1% 34.7% 30.7% -3.4% 

Average Household Size 2.50 2.55 2.50 0 

Average Family Size 3.13 3.10 3.12 -0.3% 

Source: U.S. Decennial Census 2000, 2010 and 2020; 2006-2010 and 2016-2020 American Community Survey Estimates 

 

 

 

4 U.S. Census Bureau (2020). U.S. Decennial Census. 
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Race and Ethnicity 

The heavy industries which developed in Fitchburg created a demand for labor which attracted large numbers 

of European immigrants to the city. The families that came seeking work usually chose to settle close to others 

with the same background, producing ethnic neighborhoods which retain much of their identity today. Already 

a diverse city, Fitchburg has seen its ethnic and racial diversity increase even further over the last several 

decades.  

In 1980, 98% of the population was White and the Hispanic population was 3%. According to the 1990 Census, 

approximately 94% of the population was White, 3% was Black or African American, 2.5% was Asian, and the 

Hispanic/Latino population increased to 10%. The 2000 Decennial Census saw more change in race/ethnicity 

ho 'huag`vseĄt qpqvm_uhpo xhug ıīũ 8ghucß ĭũ #m_al pr African American, 4% Asian, and 15% Hispanic/Latino. 

The 2010 Decennial Census captured a population that was 78% White, 5% Black or African American, 4% 

Asian, and 22% Hispanic/Latino.  According to the 2020 Decennial Census, for the Fitchburg population 

reporting one race, approximately 70% were White, 8% were Black or African American, and 4% were Asian. 

Additionally, about 16% reported some other race alone, and 30% of the population in Fitchburg is 

Hispanic/Latino.   

Languages 

According to 2020 American Community Survey (ACS) estimates, 28.5% of Fitchburg residents speak a 

language other than English at home, which is greater than the estimates for Massachusetts overall (23.9%). 

.pscpwcsß _qqspyhn_ucmz ıâĮũ pd scthbcout tqc_l &oemhtg mctt ug_o ąwcsz xcmmâĆ "t tgpxo ho ugc u_`mc `cmpxß ugc 

non-English language spoken by the largest group is Spanish, with approximately 22% of residents speaking 

Spanish at home.5  

Table 3.2: Language Spoken at Home (2020 ACS 5-Year Estimates) 

Language 
% Speak English Only or 

Speak English "Very Well" 
% Speak English Less Than 

"Very Well" 

Speak only English 71.5% N/A N/A 

Spanish 21.9% 70.7% 29.3% 

Other Indo-European languages 3.9% 66.1% 33.9% 

Asian and Pacific Island languages 1.5% 62.1% 37.9% 

Other languages 1.2% 84.4% 15.6% 

Source: 2016-2020 American Community Survey Estimates 

Age  

The population of people under the age of 18 in Fitchburg is 21.7%, which is slightly higher than Massachusetts 

as a whole (19.8%). The percentage of residents aged 65 and over has risen to 13.1% from the 12.4% noted at 

the time of the last OSRP, which is lower than the Commonwealth overall (16.5%).6   

Based on the 2020 ACS 5-Year Estimates, the median age in Fitchburg is 35.6 years. Of all households, 60.1% 

are families. 30.7% of households had one or more individuals under 18 years of age; and 35.9% of all 

households had individuals 60 years and over.  

 

5 U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-2020 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. 
6 U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-2020 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. 
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The Massachusetts Housing Partnership has identified six common 'age typologies' that capture demographic 

composition trends. Each of these typologies corresponds with a variety of strengths and weaknesses that have 

hnqmha_uhpot dps pqco tq_ac _ob scasc_uhpo qm_oohoeâ 'huag`vse ht apothbcscb _ ă.hmmcooh_m 1c_lĄ apnnvohuzß 

which is characterized as having disproportionately high levels of young adults aged 20 to 35, like several other 

Gateway Cities.7 As shown in Figure 2, Fitchburg has the highest percentage of residents that are aged 34 and 

under when compared with surrounding communities. 

Income 

According to the 2020 ACS estimates, Fitchburg has a per capita income of $27,887, which is just 61.2% of the 

state average of $45,555. Fitchburg also has a significantly higher percentage of persons living below the poverty 

line, with 14.5% compared to 9.ĭũ tu_ucxhbcâ 'huag`vseĄt īĩīĩ ncbh_o gpvtcgpmb hoapnc ht ĢĮĭßįıĬß 

compared to $84,385 for the state. Within Fitchburg, median household incomes are not evenly distributed, but 

follow a pattern similar to the City density. Census Tract 7111, which makes up the northern part of Fitchburg, 

has a population of 5,108 spread out over 13.1 square miles and a median household income of $95,625, while 

tract 7105, located in the central part of Fitchburg with a population of 3,212 in just .4 square miles, has a 

median household income of $43,587.8 

The table below shows that this income is not evenly distributed by race. Residents that identify as having two 

or more races or as being of Hispanic or Latino origin have the lowest median household incomes. 

 

 

7  Massachusetts Housing Partnership Center for Housing Data, using 2016-2020 American Community Survey 5Year Estimates, 
https://mhpcenterforhousingdata.shinyapps.io/DataTown/    
8  U.S. Census Bureau (2020). American Community Survey 5-year estimates. Retrieved from Census Reporter Profile page for Fitchburg, 
MA http://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US2523875-fitchburg-ma/.  

% of Population  

FIGURE 2. AGE DISTRIBUTION IN FITCHBURG AND SURROUNDING COMMUNITIES (2020 ACS 5-YEAR ESTIMATES) 

https://mhpcenterforhousingdata.shinyapps.io/DataTown/
http://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US2523875-fitchburg-ma/
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Table 3.3: Household Income by Race and Hispanic or  
Latino Origin of Householder  

Race Median Income 

White $57,306 

Black or African American $44,485 

Asian $101,354 

Some other race $43,125 

Two or More Races $41,985 

Hispanic or Latino Origin (of any race) $42,560 

White Alone, not Hispanic or Latino $58,835 
 

Source: 2016-2020 American Community Survey Estimates 

Industry and Employment 

According to 2020 ACS estimates, approximately 61.1% of the Fitchburg residents 16 years of age and older 

were employed. Only 2.4% of the workforce used public transportation to commute to work. The mean travel 

time to work was 26.3 minutes. Within Fitchburg, the highest number of jobs is within the Health Care and Social 

Assistance sector, followed by Educational Services and Retail Trade.  

Table 3.4: Jobs by NAICS Industry Sector 

NAICS Industry Sector Count Share 

Health Care and Social Assistance 3,090 23.1% 

Educational Services 1,926 14.4% 

Retail Trade 1,600 12.0% 

Accommodation and Food Services 1,545 11.6% 

Manufacturing 1,327 9.9% 

Transportation and Warehousing 543 4.1% 

Construction 478 3.6% 

Public Administration 473 3.5% 

Administration & Support, Waste Management and Remediation 428 3.2% 

Other Services (excluding Public Administration) 391 2.9% 

Finance and Insurance 375 2.8% 

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 368 2.8% 

Wholesale Trade 341 2.6% 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 125 0.9% 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 109 0.8% 

Management of Companies and Enterprises 89 0.7% 

Information 81 0.6% 

Utilities 60 0.4% 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 12 0.1% 

   Source: U.S. Census Bureau, OnTheMap Application and LEHD Origin-Destination Employment Statistics (2019) 
 

Upper Common, Main Street (Photo: BSC Group) 
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Vulnerable Populations 

The Massachusetts Environmental Justice Policy administered through the Executive Office of Energy and 

Environmental Affairs (EEA EJ policy) is intended to foster the equitable distribution of environmental benefits 

and to improve environmental quality for communities of color and low-income communities. This is to be 

accomplished both through protection from environmental pollution and ensuring access to parks, green 

spaces, and recreational opportunities. Per the EEA EJ policy, a neighborhood is defined as an environmental 

justice (EJ) population if any of the following is true: 

1. The annual median household income is not more than 65% of the statewide annual median 

household income; 

2. Minorities comprise 40% or more of the population; 

3. 25% or more of households lack English language proficiency; or 

4. Minorities comprise 25% or more of the population and the annual median household income of the 

municipality in which the neighborhood is located does not exceed 150% of the statewide annual 

median household income. 

Fitchburg has a large concentration of EJ populations. Using population data from the 2020 Census, 78.1% of 

`mpal espvqt ho 'huag`vse xcsc bctheo_ucb _t &+ apnnvohuhctß xhug İīâĲũ pd ugc ahuzĄt qpqvm_uhpo scthbhoe ho _o 

EJ Census block group. 

Table 3.5: 2020 Environmental Justice Populations 

EJ Criteria 
Block 

Groups 
Overall (#) 

EJ Block 
Groups 

(#) 

EJ Block 
Groups 

(%) 

Total 
Population  

EJ Block 
Groups 

(Population)  

Population in 
EJ Block 

Groups (%) 

Minority, Income, and 
Minority and Income 

32 25 78.1% 40,702 29,679 72.9% 

Climate impacts and extreme weather events can affect anyone, but some people have the potential to be more 

affected than others. How adversely a person or group will be affected depends not just on exposure to the 

event, but on social vulnerability9 ÿ that is, how well they are able to cope with and respond to events like floods 

and heatwaves due to poverty, physical or mental disabilities, age, lack of transportation, crowded housing, and 

other factors. People and communities experiencing multiple causes of social vulnerability are the most at risk 

to the impacts of climate change.  

*o _bbhuhpo up &+ qpqvm_uhpotß _bbhuhpo_m wvmocs_`mc qpqvm_uhpot hoamvbc 'huag`vseĄt tcohpstß zpvugß qcpqle with 

disabilities, and low-hoapnc scthbcoutâ 5gctc xcsc opucb ho 'huag`vseĄt īĩīĩ Hazard Mitigation Plan þ Municipal 

Vulnerability Preparedness Plan10 as residents most at risk for experiencing the negative effects of climate 

hazards. According to 2020 ACS 5-Year estimates, 15.7% of Fitchburg residents are managing a disability, which 

is four percent (4%) higher than Massachusetts overall (11.7%). Persons with disabilities include those with 

physical disabilities that require the use of a wheelchair, walker, or cane, visual impairments, hearing 

impairments, or mental disabilities. The acquisition or upgrading of any open space areas for recreational access 

and uses should consider the needs of this segment of the community. 

 

9 https://svi.cdc.gov/factsheet.html 
10 Draft City of Fitchburg Hazard Mitigation Plan þ Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Plan (2020). Prepared by Weston & Sampson. 

https://svi.cdc.gov/factsheet.html
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Growth and Development Patterns  

Patterns and Trends 

Fitchburg can be envisioned as a dense urban core surrounded by suburban and rural areas. The inner city is 

characterized by a mix of single and multifamily homes on small lots with commercial, industrial, and 

institutional uses located on major arteries near the residential neighborhoods, and occasionally within the 

neighborhoods themselves. Main Street is in the center of the city, and remains a major commercial and 

business area, although its focus has changed from primarily retail businesses to business offices and services. 

Much of the northern tier of the city remains undeveloped. The largest retail area is along the John Fitch 

Highway, with commercial uses also occurring along other major arterial roads. Industrial uses are 

predominately located along the North Nashua River and in the areas of Princeton Road and Airport Road.11  

According to the MA Department of Revenue (DOR) Municipal Databank for fiscal year 2022, nearly three-

quarters of parcels in Fitchburg have a residential use. Of the 10,307 residential use parcels, 6,614 are classified 

as single-family homes (64.2%), 1,521 as two-family homes (14.8%), 1,080 as condominiums (10.5%), and 

1,059 as three-family or apartment developments (10.3%). Slightly more than 5% of land parcels are 

categorized as commercial and 5.4% are categorized as exempt, which includes publicly owned open space.12 

Less than 1% of parcels within Fitchburg are enrolled in Massachusetts Chapter 61 Current Use Tax Programs, 

which offer a property tax break for landowners willing to commit to keeping some or all their undeveloped land 

for forest, agricultural, or recreational purposes for a specified time.  

Table 3.6: Land Use in Fitchburg (Parcels) 

Land Use # of Parcels % of Parcels 

Residential 10,307 73.2% 

Commercial 734 5.2% 

Multi-Use 104 0.7% 

Industrial & Utilities 239 1.7% 

Chapter 61 Land - Forest  35 0.2% 

Chapter 61A Land - Agriculture 25 0.2% 

Chapter 61B Land - Recreation 16 0.1% 

Vacant/Accessory Land  1,235 8.8% 

Exempt 767 5.4% 

Other 620 4.4% 

TOTAL 14,082 100.0% 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR) Municipal Databank, Fiscal Year 2022 

The City of Fitchburg Hazard Mitigation Plan þ Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) Plan (2020) provides 

a residential buildout analysis based on the City of Fitchburg Vision2020 Comprehensive Plan (1998), which 

compares the number of constructed homes in each Census Tract to the total number of homes that could be 

built in that area. This analysis, while a bit outdated, indicates that the highest potential for additional 

development would be in the South Side neighborhood. In addition, the MVP Plan includes a flood exposure 

 

11 Draft City of Fitchburg Hazard Mitigation Plan þ Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Plan (2020). Prepared by Weston & Sampson. 
12 All property which is totally exempt from taxation under various provisions of the law and owned by the Federal government, State government, local 
government, housing/transportation/utility authorities, charitable and religious organizations, and educational institutions. This category includes 
municipally owned open space. Source: Property Type Classification Codes - Non-_rmăs -cnetf $obcs _nb 4_lcs 3cport 4prc_bsfcct 4pcagdga_tgons (2019). 
Prepared by the Bureau of Local Assessment. 
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analysis, which found that 4,315 acres of land in Fitchburg are vacant and developable, with 20% of that land 

located within the 100-year flood zone and an additional 19% in the 500-year flood zone.13 

Published in 'c`sv_sz īĩīĩß ._tt"vbv`poĄt Losing Ground: Nature's Value in a Changing Climate reports on 

the pace and patterns of land development and land protection in Massachusetts between 2012 and 2017. This 

report notes that over the past 40 years, the landscape of Massachusetts has been transformed by new 

residential and commercial development, including the conversion of open space to solar arrays. Eastern and 

southeastern Massachusetts have undergone the most change, but virtually every community in the 

Commonwealth has experienced rapid growth driven by economic and demographic factors. Between 2012 

and 2017, 83 acres of land in Fitchburg was developed, putting Fitchburg in 138th place in relation to the 350 

other municipalities in Massachusetts. Meanwhile, between 2012 and 2019, 492 acres of land were 

permanently conserved.   

In terms of future commercial growth and associated development, the health care, social services, and 

education industries are expected to experience the most growth in the region (Economic Development 

Strategic Plan, City of Fitchburg, 2018). Fitchburg envisions a future with more mixed-use development and is 

encouraging its identity as a university city. Revitalization efforts in the urban core are a priority, with significant 

residential and institutional development planned or recently completed south of the Fitchburg State University 

campus and in the downtown area.   

Infrastructure  

Roads and Bridges  

Downtown Fitchburg is a walkable area, with a mix of uses in many neighborhoods and residential zones located 

near Main Street and other older commercial areas. Its physical layout was largely determined by its 

development as a 19th century industrial city. Much of the city is built on steep grades. This is especially true of 

the residential neighborhoods adjoining the downtown, and in the more remote areas of northern Fitchburg. 

Fitchburg has furthered walkability by converting Main Street and Boulder Drive to two-way traffic, 

implementing several Complete Streets improvements along the way to slow traffic, ease congestion, and be 

more pedestrian-friendly. This work includes dedicated bike lanes on Boulder Drive, along with enhanced 

crosswalks at key sites, and continued promotion of non-vehicular transportation alternatives. Other 

infrastructure improvements include the Twin Cities Rail Trail, which when completed will connect downtown 

Fitchburg with downtown Leominster _ob qspwhbc apnnvucst xhug _ bhscau mhol up 'huag`vseĄt *oucsnpb_m 

Station.  

Additional multimodal improvements are planned and underway in and adjacent to downtown Fitchburg as of 

the writing of this Plan. As part of state-wide efforts to address structurally deficient bridges multiple bridges in 

Fitchburg are scheduled to be replaced or upgraded. Two Water Street bridges are included ÿ one over the 

railroad and one over the Nashua River. Route 12, also known as Water Street, is one of the main routes into 

downtown. The proposed Water Street bridge improvements include a complete bridge replacement. The new 

bridge will have a wider footprint to allow for bicycle accommodating shoulders and a shared use path. In 

addition to the two Water Street bridge projects, a proposed River Street bridge project includes retaining and 

rehabilitating the pier and replacing the remaining bridge alongside improving ADA accommodations at both 

approaching sidewalks.  

 

 

13 Draft City of Fitchburg Hazard Mitigation Plan þ Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Plan (2020). Prepared by Weston & Sampson. p. 4-21. 
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Transportation System 

The Intermodal Transportation Center in the downtown provides Fitchburg with access to multiple modes of 

transportation, including the MBTA commuter rail and local bus service via Montachusett Regional Transit 

Authority (MART). The MBTA provides commuter rail service to North Station in Boston, through the Fitchburg 

Line. Fitchburg is also connected to the larger regional area by MART, with bus routes that service Fitchburg, 

Leominster, and Gardner. The Intermodal Transportation Center is also within walking distance to surrounding 

neighborhoods, government services, and Fitchburg State University. The Intermodal Transportation Center is 

also the planned northern terminus of the Twin Cities Rail Trail, phase II of which is scheduled to begin 

construction in 2024. 

Water and Sewer  

Most of Fitchburg is connected to the public drinking water supply. A small portion of homes in the northern 

rural areas of the city have private wells and septic systems, and failure of these systems is a significant concern, 

ctqcah_mmz ho _sc_t oc_s ugc ahuzĄt sctcswphstâ 5gc 'huag`vse %cq_suncou pd 1v`mha 8pslt, Water Division, is 

responsible for the treatment and delivery of water. There are seven (7) surface water reservoirs from which 

Fitchburg receives its water. Together, these reservoirs hold more than 4.8 billion gallons of water:  

¶ Bickford Pond 

¶ Fitchburg Reservoir 

¶ Lovell Reservoir 

¶ Mare Meadow Reservoir 

¶ Meetinghouse Reservoir 

¶ Scott Reservoir 

¶ Wachusett Lake 

The City sources most of its drinking water from the Meetinghouse and Lovell Reservoirs, where two filtration 

plants, the J.A. Provencial and Regional Water Treatment Facilities, are located to treat and distribute water. The 

J.A. Provencial facility is designed to meet the drinking water needs of Fitchburg by processing 6 million gallons 

a day (mgd). The Regional Water Filtration Facility processes 12 mgd, with potential expansion to 15 mgd in the 

future, if needed. While the water supply appears to be adequate for sustained growth, there is doubt as to the 

level of protection from pollution.  

Presently, there are no known water quality problems that cannot be handled by Fitchburg's water treatment 

plants, and regional efforts have led to the protection of important watershed lands. For example, it was 

announced in June 2022 that the North County Land Trust, in collaboration with the City of Fitchburg, secured 

a Massachusetts Drinking Water Supply Grant to fund a Conservation Restriction (CR) for 49 acres of watershed 

protection land in Ashburnham. The private property owners will place a CR on their land on Russell Hill Road, 

which is in a source water area for the Lovell Reservoir in Fitchburg.14 As this and other efforts demonstrate, 

proper open space planning and management remains critical for maintaining the supply of potable water in 

Fitchburg. Wetlands, forests, and floodplains maintain water quality and water quantity, thereby reducing costs 

for drinking water treatment and storage. 

 

 

14 North County Land Trust (June 13, 2022). Forty-Nine Acres of land to be conserved in Ashburnham to protect Lovell Reservoir in Fitchburg. Retrieved 
June 13, 2022, from https://northcountylandtrust.org/kerlingercrawardannounced/. 

https://northcountylandtrust.org/kerlingercrawardannounced/
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As storm events and drought become more severe, threats to water supply and water quality grow. Both 

increased flooding and increased drought and low flow have the potential to degrade water quality. Flood waters 

pick up upland contaminants and toxins and introduce them to waterways and water bodies. Droughts and low 

flows cause concentration of contaminants and toxins as flow volumes decrease. Wetlands, floodplains, and 

forests absorb stormwater and rainfall, reducing peak flood volumes and velocities, thereby reducing 

opportunities for the introduction of contaminants and toxins into water supplies. Wetlands provide base flow 

during drought thereby providing water supply and reducing the concentration of pollutants.  

Approximately 93% of the Fitchburg population is serviced by the public sewer system and the remaining 7% is 

supported by on-site septic. The oldest sewers in Fitchburg were built in the late 1800s. Wastewater treatment 

began in the early 1900s and was replaced with the present-day East Wastewater Treatment Plant, built in the 

early 1970s. The East Plant is located in the southeast corner of the city at 24 Lanides Lane, across the Nashua 

River from the Fitchburg Municipal Airport. The East Plant provides preliminary, primary, and secondary 

treatment of the incoming wastewater, and has a rated design treatment capacity of 12.4 mgd. By plant 

optimization, the plant is capable of fully treating peak flow capacities of 20 mgd or more, before engaging 

surplus flow bypassing of secondary treatment. Treatment removes pollutants including solids, organic matter 

pollution, nutrients, pathogenic microbes, and toxic metals, preventing adverse impacts to the North Branch of 

the Nashua River. Treatment also ensures that effluent discharge has enough dissolved oxygen and has a neutral 

pH (between pH of 6.5 and 8.3).15 Fitchburg is like many older cities in New England where a significant portion 

of its wastewater is serviced through combined sewers. This refers to pipes that carry both rainwater and sewage. 

Combined sewer systems are at risk during storm events to greatly exceed capacity. Combined Sewer Overflow 

(CSO) Outfalls are key relief points throughout the system, designed to release raw sewage discharge into the 

North Nashua River in order to prevent back up into homes. The City is currently working to eliminate all 

combined stormwater-sewer systems to reduce water pollution and provide better service as part of a Consent 

Decree with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, with a goal to complete the work by 2030. 

Since 2012, the City has successfully completed three sewer separation projects, two phases of a sewer system 

evaluation survey, a hydraulic model and capacity assessment, a Water Management Plan, and a chemically 

enhanced primary treatment upgrade project. The Fitchburg Department of Public Works is also undertaking a 

utility reconstruction project called Build Fitchburg þ Downtown Infrastructure Modernization, which will include 

modernizing and replacing water, sewer, and stormwater infrastructure. Specifically, this project proposes to 

separate combined sewers, improve drainage in the downtown area, repair sewers at risk of failure that could 

result in sewer basement backups, and replace aging water mains to improve water quality and provide reliable 

water by reducing the risk of water main breaks. The elimination of all CSO discharges will have significant public 

and environmental benefits. The separation of the combined sewer will also result in a dedicated stormwater 

system. The modernization project will evaluate the condition of culverts and drainage throughout the 

downtown to prevent major flooding in the event of a critical asset failure. This work is scheduled to begin in 

2023. 

Long-Term Development Patterns  

Since the 1940s, Fitchburg's growth and development has been guided by the Fitchburg Zoning Ordinance. The 

City of Fitchburg is currently divided into thirteen (13) zoning districts including four residential districts, five 

business districts, two industrial districts, and two institutional districts (see Map 3: Zoning Map).  

 

15 City of Fitchburg Department of Public Works. (n.d.). Wastewater Division Brochure. Retrieved from http://www.ci.fitchburg.ma.us/846/About-Us---
Printable-Brochure.   

http://www.ci.fitchburg.ma.us/846/About-Us---Printable-Brochure
http://www.ci.fitchburg.ma.us/846/About-Us---Printable-Brochure
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